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sunday morning.
by madison haynes

The front door squeaked as Noah pushed it
open. He winced at the sound. This early in the
morning, it might as well have been a car alarm
outside his mother’s bedroom window. Stepping inside, he prayed with all his might that the
wooden door would close silently behind him,
but instead it let out a final screech of protest
before clicking shut.
Noah cursed under his breath. He knew
he should have oiled those hinges last week.
The house was quiet except for the monotonous ticking of the antique clock in the living
room and the soft hum of the refrigerator in
the kitchen. The scent of cigarette smoke and
morning coffee persisted strongly from the day
before. It was forever embedded into the carpet.
Noah peeked around the corner into
the hallway. His mother’s bedroom door was
closed. Relieved, he shrugged off his jean jacket, wincing as a sharp pain jabbed through his
side, and hung it on the coat rack before stepping towards the kitchen—his only thought to
grab the icepack from the freezer and attempt to
sleep for a couple of hours before church.
He walked through the kitchen, ignored
the soft light streaming in through the open
window, and opened the freezer. He shouldn’t
have snuck out on a Saturday night, the only
night that his mother consistently didn’t pick
up a shift at the hospital. She liked to be well
rested for church. But if he could just make it to
his room before she woke up—
“Where have you been?”
Noah froze. The cold air from the freezer
swirled around him, but it didn’t raise nearly
as many goosebumps as the tone of his mother’s voice did. To anyone else, she might have
sounded like she was asking if it was cold
enough outside for a jacket, but he could hear
the rage shaking under her even tone.
He gulped and closed the freezer door before turning around to face her, shaking out his
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bangs so they covered his black eye. His mother
was sitting at the table in one of their wooden
rickety dining chairs in her pink floral bathrobe,
smoking a cigarette. Her greying brown hair was
pulled up into a bun. There was half a cup of
coffee in front of her and the morning newspaper beside it.
Damn it. The cigarette smoke and coffee
scent had been fresh, and she only opened the
window when she was having a smoke. He was
so worried about the squeaky door that forgot
to check for the newspaper on the front porch.
Its absence should have been a sign of his inevitable doom. She continued to stare at him,
waiting for an answer to her question, letting
her cigarette slowly burn. He’d already lost the
fight they were about to have, so Noah said the
one single answer sure to infuriate her the most.
“Out.”
He easily predicted her reaction. Her eyebrows shot up into her hairline. Mouth quivering, eyes bulging, her face furrowed with a
wrath that could rival God’s.
“Out?” she repeated in a quieter voice. She
flicked her cigarette. Some of the ashes landed
in her coffee cup. Noah winced.
“That’s right,” he said. He was impressed
by how casual his voice sounded. Perhaps it
was the exhaustion. He turned and opened the
freezer again, grabbing the blue icepack that
was tucked behind a bucket of Neapolitan ice
cream. His mother took a puff of her cigarette
and blew out the smoke in one angry exhale.
The blush creeping up her neck told him she
was on the verge of an angry tirade, but as he
applied the icepack to his side and let out a hiss,
his mothers’ eyes softened. She dropped her
cigarette in her coffee cup, where it sizzled and
sputtered until it drowned.
“What happened?” she asked in a gentler
tone. She stood and strode towards him.
“It’s nothing, Ma,” Noah mumbled, look-

ing down at the chipped white linoleum underneath his muddy sneakers. “Just some punks.”
She swatted his hand away from his left
side and lifted his cotton t-shirt, unveiling the
blooming bruise on his ribs. She looked up at
him and swept the bangs out of his face, taking
in his shiny new black eye. He avoided her gaze.
“Sit down,” she ordered.
Noah complied, grateful to be free from
reprise if just for a moment. He slumped in the
chair next his mother’s and put his feet up on
the third. As he leaned back, the wooden legs
of the chair creaked, threatening to give out underneath him.
His mother hustled busily through the
house, setting a variety of things on the table—
their first aid kit, a bottle of Peroxide, a bag of
frozen peas. Noah took all of this in through
glazed eyes, trying to push back the flood of
raw memories threatening to overwhelm him.
It was hard when every time he moved, he was
reminded of his painful night.
The most vivid memory was the panic that
accompanied his warring instinct of fight or
flight when the two jocks whose names he didn’t
quite remember had been shouting at him, angry fists raised, closing in. The most painful was
the second punch. The first hit to his face had
surprised him, but he was expecting the second
one to his gut when the other boy grabbed his
arms and held them behind his back. He had
time to anticipate that one. And the next one.
And the next.
No, the most painful memory was the look
on Jason’s face, illuminated by the headlights of
the jocks’ cars. A blank mask. And then the image of his back, walking away from the beating.
The sound of his black Impala starting and pulling off the dirt road.
The smell of toast in the kitchen had overtaken the scent of his mother’s dead cigarette
and ruined coffee. She set the plate in front of
him, as well as a glass of milk, and sat in her previously vacated chair.
Noah raised an eyebrow and winced as the
motion pulled at his bruised skin. “Am I not in
trouble?” he asked.
“Don’t push your luck,” his mother said.

“Eat your toast before it gets cold.”
He sensed a trap but willingly complied,
not sure how to avoid it. His mother watched
as he ate and made him drink his entire glass of
milk before snatching the dishes from him and
setting them in the sink.
“Lift your shirt up,” she ordered.
Noah hesitated, but at his mother’s glare,
obeyed her. She kneeled on the linoleum and
dabbed at his left side with a rag soaked with
peroxide. Noah hissed.
“You have some scrapes,” his mother said.
“They’re not deep, but you don’t want them getting infected. I can’t do much about the bruises.
You’d better keep that icepack handy.”
Noah grimaced as she spread ointment over
the stinging skin.
“Where were you last night?” she asked as
she rummaged through their first aid kit.
“The Cliffs,” Noah said truthfully, disarmed by her breakfast and her motherly fussing. He regretted his answer the second it left
his mouth.
Once again, he correctly anticipated
his mother’s reaction—eyes narrowed, fist
clenched, lips pursed. She mumbled something
under her breath as she ripped the little pieces
of paper off of a band-aid and applied it harshly
to his wounds.
“Who were you up there with?” she demanded as she stood back up.
Noah was silent, letting her come to her
own conclusions. The Cliffs was secluded,
beautiful, and far enough from town that the
cops thought it was more trouble patrolling the
area than it was worth, making it a well-known
hook up spot as far back as he could remember.
He could see the gears grinding in his mother’s
head as she poured more peroxide on the sodden rag. Maybe she thought it was Shelly Cooper, a girl that had moved to town a couple of
months ago. She was new and bound to be trouble. Maybe she was picturing Alicia McConnel.
Noah had a class with her every year since Kindergarten. Alicia and her family sat in the pew
in front of him and his mother at church, but
Noah knew that Alicia’s devout Christianity
wouldn’t abstain her from his mother’s wrath.
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Let her make her assumptions. Noah didn’t
think that her mind would wander to the burly school quarterback that lived a few houses
down their street.
“Did you use protection at least?” his mother asked.
Noah put his head in his hands, his face
burning. “Jesus,” he mumbled.
“Well? Did you?”
“We didn’t—I mean—”
“You’re too young to be having sex.”
“Nothing like that happened!”
She applied the peroxide to the cut on his
eyebrow.
“Fuck, Ma!” Noah said, almost jumping out
his chair.
“Language!” she said.
He screwed his eyes shut as she attacked
him with the sodden rag again. As the stinging
subsided and his mother applied a band-aid, her
face softened. He hoped that she believed him.
He didn’t know if he could handle an abstinence lecture from her right now. Noah
watched her gaze wander to his feet propped up
on the other dining room chair.
“Your shoes are muddy,” she said in a flat
tone.
Noah took his feet off the chair immediately. They left a sizable brown smear on the wood.
“Did you walk all the way home?” she demanded.
Noah sighed. “Yes,” he admitted.
They stared at each other. Noah’s bottom
lip trembled. She put on a terrifying façade,
sure, but below the front of a severe dictator,
she was still the person Noah trusted most in
this world. He could tell her. He could tell her
everything. He was sure she heard the rumors
circling around town, saw through his lies when
he came home from school with black eyes and
bloody knuckles. She might already know.
But what if she didn’t?
He looked away and stared at his muddy
foot print on the chair.
She handed him the ice pack and frozen
peas. “Go get some sleep. We’ll talk about how
long you’re grounded for after church.”
Noah mumbled his thanks. She turned her
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back and started to wash the dishes.
He didn’t want to be in his room right now,
not if he didn’t have to. Jason’s spare jersey was
hidden in a duffel bag under Noah’s bed, and he
didn’t trust himself not to dig it out and cry like
he was in some damn John Hughes movie. Instead, he shuffled his way into the living room
and collapsed on the couch. He kicked off his
sneakers and placed the icepack on his side before throwing the hand knit quilt from the back
of the couch over himself. Gingerly, he set the
package of peas on his swollen eye. He should
feel angry that Jason had abandoned him bleeding in the middle of the woods, he knew that,
but he couldn’t help but miss the boy who
would never admit that he held Noah’s hand
in secret. The story would be all over school by
tomorrow. The gay kid took Jason out to the
Cliffs and tried to make a pass on him. The gossip was unavoidable. And would Noah really try
that hard to refute the rumors? Everyone was
already saying it behind his back, whispering
as he walked by them in the hallways, shouting
as they drove past him on the street. And anyway, it completely absolved Jason of all blame.
Left him free to pretend that he was the perfect
straight quarterback who was taking Lydia Nelson to the damn prom.
He cared about Jason. He knew that. But he
had begun to think that Jason cared about him
too. Enough to sneak out in the dark of night
and take Noah on long rides in his Impala and
bashfully tell him about the Chemistry program at the University of Wisconsin and the
birthday party he had thrown for his eight-yearold sister. Enough to suggest that maybe they
could see each other for real during the summer
before they went off to college. Enough to drive
Noah up to the Cliffs and sing along to Rick
Springfield on the radio.
Noah tried not to look at the fireplace.
There was a noticeably empty space on the
mantelpiece next to the antique clock where his
father’s picture used to sit. He turned to face the
back of the couch, closed his eyes, and listened
the clock tick. Over the sound of running water
in the kitchen, he could hear his mother humming the tune to “I Wanna Dance with Some-

body,” even though she adamantly claimed to
not like Whitney Houston.
Noah wanted to cry.
* * *
He woke up disoriented. The package of
peas underneath him had melted, and his face
was numb. His mother was shaking his shoulder.
“Noah, you need to get ready for church,”
she said. She didn’t sound happy.
Slowly, Noah nodded and rose up off the
couch. His face crumpled in pain when he tried
to stretch. His mother was dressed in her blue
floral church dress and a yellow cardigan, apparently trying to compensate for his black eye
with bright, distracting colors. She gathered the
mushy peas and soggy ice pack before heading
into the kitchen.
“Five minutes, Noah!” she said over her
shoulder. He could hear her putting away the
dishes.
He trudged through the living room and
in the direction of his room, where he knew
his mother had laid out a set of clean church
clothes for him. When Noah passed into the
hallway, the doorbell rang. Automatically, he
turned back around and opened the door. He
could barely hear the squeal of the hinges.
Jason stood on his front porch, dressed in
his Sunday best—a light grey dress shirt and
khaki slacks. The late morning rays of sun behind him bounced off of his carefully combed
blonde hair. His hands were stuffed in his pockets. He had a look on his face that told Noah he
hadn’t actually been expecting him to be home.
They stared at each other for a moment. Jason broke the gaze first, sheepishly hanging his
head low and staring at his shoes.
“Hey,” Jason said.
Noah continued to stare at him. His right
hand clenched around the door frame.
“I, uh, just wanted to make sure that…you
know…you got home okay,” Jason mumbled.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Noah replied. His own
voice sounded strange and unfamiliar.
“Good, good.” Jason lifted his head. His
eyes focused on the black eye now that Noah
was sure was the dominating feature of his face

now. “I-I’m sorry about that. And, you know,
everything else that…happened.”
“You mean leaving me up there while your
friends beat me to a pulp?” Noah clarified.
He could feel a lump in his throat.
“Uh, yeah, that,” Jason said. He looked behind him and to the side as if to make sure that
no one was watching, and then craned his neck
to look behind Noah. “Can we talk somewhere
else maybe?”
Noah shook his head. His palms felt sweaty.
“I’ve got to get ready for church.” He started the
close the door, but Jason put his hand on the
wooden surface.
“Wait,” Jason pleaded. “Please.”
There was a warble in his voice that made
Noah’s heart ache. He left the door open.
Jason swallowed and removed his hand.
“I’m sorry.”
“You said that.”
“I just…” Jason looked away, his gaze fixing
on his shoes. “I—we probably shouldn’t have
gone up to the Cliffs in the first place. Kenny
told me he and Brad were going to the movies
last night, but I should’ve known they would
have ended up at the Cliffs with the girls. When
my car pulled up and they saw you in it…I’m
sure they didn’t know what to think.”
Noah was gripping the doorframe so hard
he felt he might pulverize the wood by accident.
Jason continued to talk to his shoes.
“Next time we’ll have to go somewhere farther out of town. Steven’s Point maybe, or…”
he trailed off when he finally saw the look on
Noah’s face.
“What happens Monday?” Noah’s chest
felt too tight, like someone was squeezing all the
air out of him.
“Monday?” Jason asked.
“Yeah, what happens when all your football
friends go around bragging about kicking my
ass for making a pass on you?” His words spilled
out in a rush. “What are you going to say? That
we’re dating? That you like me? Are you going
to come out in front of the whole Senior class in
the cafeteria? Or are you going to do absolutely
fucking nothing like last night?”
Jason’s comically frozen face would have

75

Let her make her assumptions. Noah didn’t
think that her mind would wander to the burly school quarterback that lived a few houses
down their street.
“Did you use protection at least?” his mother asked.
Noah put his head in his hands, his face
burning. “Jesus,” he mumbled.
“Well? Did you?”
“We didn’t—I mean—”
“You’re too young to be having sex.”
“Nothing like that happened!”
She applied the peroxide to the cut on his
eyebrow.
“Fuck, Ma!” Noah said, almost jumping out
his chair.
“Language!” she said.
He screwed his eyes shut as she attacked
him with the sodden rag again. As the stinging
subsided and his mother applied a band-aid, her
face softened. He hoped that she believed him.
He didn’t know if he could handle an abstinence lecture from her right now. Noah
watched her gaze wander to his feet propped up
on the other dining room chair.
“Your shoes are muddy,” she said in a flat
tone.
Noah took his feet off the chair immediately. They left a sizable brown smear on the wood.
“Did you walk all the way home?” she demanded.
Noah sighed. “Yes,” he admitted.
They stared at each other. Noah’s bottom
lip trembled. She put on a terrifying façade,
sure, but below the front of a severe dictator,
she was still the person Noah trusted most in
this world. He could tell her. He could tell her
everything. He was sure she heard the rumors
circling around town, saw through his lies when
he came home from school with black eyes and
bloody knuckles. She might already know.
But what if she didn’t?
He looked away and stared at his muddy
foot print on the chair.
She handed him the ice pack and frozen
peas. “Go get some sleep. We’ll talk about how
long you’re grounded for after church.”
Noah mumbled his thanks. She turned her

74

back and started to wash the dishes.
He didn’t want to be in his room right now,
not if he didn’t have to. Jason’s spare jersey was
hidden in a duffel bag under Noah’s bed, and he
didn’t trust himself not to dig it out and cry like
he was in some damn John Hughes movie. Instead, he shuffled his way into the living room
and collapsed on the couch. He kicked off his
sneakers and placed the icepack on his side before throwing the hand knit quilt from the back
of the couch over himself. Gingerly, he set the
package of peas on his swollen eye. He should
feel angry that Jason had abandoned him bleeding in the middle of the woods, he knew that,
but he couldn’t help but miss the boy who
would never admit that he held Noah’s hand
in secret. The story would be all over school by
tomorrow. The gay kid took Jason out to the
Cliffs and tried to make a pass on him. The gossip was unavoidable. And would Noah really try
that hard to refute the rumors? Everyone was
already saying it behind his back, whispering
as he walked by them in the hallways, shouting
as they drove past him on the street. And anyway, it completely absolved Jason of all blame.
Left him free to pretend that he was the perfect
straight quarterback who was taking Lydia Nelson to the damn prom.
He cared about Jason. He knew that. But he
had begun to think that Jason cared about him
too. Enough to sneak out in the dark of night
and take Noah on long rides in his Impala and
bashfully tell him about the Chemistry program at the University of Wisconsin and the
birthday party he had thrown for his eight-yearold sister. Enough to suggest that maybe they
could see each other for real during the summer
before they went off to college. Enough to drive
Noah up to the Cliffs and sing along to Rick
Springfield on the radio.
Noah tried not to look at the fireplace.
There was a noticeably empty space on the
mantelpiece next to the antique clock where his
father’s picture used to sit. He turned to face the
back of the couch, closed his eyes, and listened
the clock tick. Over the sound of running water
in the kitchen, he could hear his mother humming the tune to “I Wanna Dance with Some-

body,” even though she adamantly claimed to
not like Whitney Houston.
Noah wanted to cry.
* * *
He woke up disoriented. The package of
peas underneath him had melted, and his face
was numb. His mother was shaking his shoulder.
“Noah, you need to get ready for church,”
she said. She didn’t sound happy.
Slowly, Noah nodded and rose up off the
couch. His face crumpled in pain when he tried
to stretch. His mother was dressed in her blue
floral church dress and a yellow cardigan, apparently trying to compensate for his black eye
with bright, distracting colors. She gathered the
mushy peas and soggy ice pack before heading
into the kitchen.
“Five minutes, Noah!” she said over her
shoulder. He could hear her putting away the
dishes.
He trudged through the living room and
in the direction of his room, where he knew
his mother had laid out a set of clean church
clothes for him. When Noah passed into the
hallway, the doorbell rang. Automatically, he
turned back around and opened the door. He
could barely hear the squeal of the hinges.
Jason stood on his front porch, dressed in
his Sunday best—a light grey dress shirt and
khaki slacks. The late morning rays of sun behind him bounced off of his carefully combed
blonde hair. His hands were stuffed in his pockets. He had a look on his face that told Noah he
hadn’t actually been expecting him to be home.
They stared at each other for a moment. Jason broke the gaze first, sheepishly hanging his
head low and staring at his shoes.
“Hey,” Jason said.
Noah continued to stare at him. His right
hand clenched around the door frame.
“I, uh, just wanted to make sure that…you
know…you got home okay,” Jason mumbled.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Noah replied. His own
voice sounded strange and unfamiliar.
“Good, good.” Jason lifted his head. His
eyes focused on the black eye now that Noah
was sure was the dominating feature of his face

now. “I-I’m sorry about that. And, you know,
everything else that…happened.”
“You mean leaving me up there while your
friends beat me to a pulp?” Noah clarified.
He could feel a lump in his throat.
“Uh, yeah, that,” Jason said. He looked behind him and to the side as if to make sure that
no one was watching, and then craned his neck
to look behind Noah. “Can we talk somewhere
else maybe?”
Noah shook his head. His palms felt sweaty.
“I’ve got to get ready for church.” He started the
close the door, but Jason put his hand on the
wooden surface.
“Wait,” Jason pleaded. “Please.”
There was a warble in his voice that made
Noah’s heart ache. He left the door open.
Jason swallowed and removed his hand.
“I’m sorry.”
“You said that.”
“I just…” Jason looked away, his gaze fixing
on his shoes. “I—we probably shouldn’t have
gone up to the Cliffs in the first place. Kenny
told me he and Brad were going to the movies
last night, but I should’ve known they would
have ended up at the Cliffs with the girls. When
my car pulled up and they saw you in it…I’m
sure they didn’t know what to think.”
Noah was gripping the doorframe so hard
he felt he might pulverize the wood by accident.
Jason continued to talk to his shoes.
“Next time we’ll have to go somewhere farther out of town. Steven’s Point maybe, or…”
he trailed off when he finally saw the look on
Noah’s face.
“What happens Monday?” Noah’s chest
felt too tight, like someone was squeezing all the
air out of him.
“Monday?” Jason asked.
“Yeah, what happens when all your football
friends go around bragging about kicking my
ass for making a pass on you?” His words spilled
out in a rush. “What are you going to say? That
we’re dating? That you like me? Are you going
to come out in front of the whole Senior class in
the cafeteria? Or are you going to do absolutely
fucking nothing like last night?”
Jason’s comically frozen face would have
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had Noah chuckling in any other situation.
Don’t waste too many brain cells, quarterback,
he would have said. Jason would have blushed
and scowled at him, and Noah would have
laughed.
He didn’t laugh now. Noah hated Jason’s
perfect hair and black Impala and blushing
cheeks. He would have liked nothing more than
to knock his teeth in, to make him feel some
fraction of the pain he was in, to make Jason understand that he had utterly ruined him.
But when Noah looked into his sad blue
eyes, his anger disappeared as fast as it had
come. Instead, the lump in the back of his throat
swelled until he couldn’t swallow anymore, and
he was the one looking down at his feet. Was
this how his mother felt when she threw his
father out of the house? Like she was making a
mistake?
Jason didn’t say anything. Neither did
Noah. The silence rang with finality.
Noah jumped when his mother’s hand
gripped his forearm, her short nails digging into
his skin. He whipped his head around. How
much had she heard? He couldn’t see her face
as she pushed past and stood in front of him,
her arms folded across her chest. Taking a hasty
step back, Jason opened his mouth to speak, but
she cut him off.
“Jason, you need to leave now,” she said.
Her voice could cut steel. Noah could only
imagine what her face must look like. “You’ve
caused my son a great deal of pain and suffering, and I’m not feeling too neighborly at the
moment. In fact, if you ever come near my home
again, I’ll consider it trespassing. Rest assured I
will call your parents and the police if it comes
to it. That goes for your friends as well.”
She turned, shoved Noah back a few steps,
and slammed the door on Jason’s frozen figure.
Her face softened as her gaze caught Noah’s.
The tears had started to spill out from the corners of his eyes.
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Oh,
Noah,” she whispered.
There was a strange choking noise coming
from the back of his throat. He sat down on the
couch, and his mother embraced him. Noah
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sobbed into her yellow cotton cardigan, taking
in the familiar scent of cigarette smoke and coffee.
“You knew?” he asked, when his sobs had
quieted somewhat. He felt his mother nod into
his shoulder.
“Of course I knew,” she said. “You’re my
boy. I’ve known you since you were born, and
I’ll know you long after I kick the bucket.”
Noah laughed, still sniffling. “Nothing to
do with the rumors around town I’m sure.”
“That was part of it,” she admitted. “I’ve
cleaned you up after a fight too often to not
start asking around. I figured you would tell me
when you were ready. I guess now is as good of
a time.”
“Ma, I’m gay.”
“I know.”
Then she laughed a bit too—her warm,
honey laugh that reminded him of box-baked
brownies on a Saturday afternoon and sunny
days in her Volkswagen.
“I’m so stupid,” he said, staring to sob again.
She rubbed his back. “No, you’re not.
You’re just young and in love. That tends to be
a stupid combination.”
They sat like that on the couch until his
tears subsided and he had gathered enough to
wit to feel embarrassed. Noah sat up and wiped
at his nose. His eye throbbed painfully, and he
looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and the
empty space beside it and thought of the jersey
under his bed.
“Ma, we’re going to be late for church,” he
said, his voice hoarse.
His mother surprised him by shaking her
head.
“The Lord can forgive our absences for one
day,” she said. Then she reached to her left, produced a cigarette and a lighter from her purse,
and lit it in one swift motion.
“Can I have one?” he asked.
“Don’t push your luck.”
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